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Foreward and Acknowledgments

~ rom its conception, Science/
Technology/Abstraction: Art at the End
~ of the Decade was intended to be a
~ sequel to our 1988 exhibition
~ ReDefining the Object. The artists in
both of these shows have much in
~common : as a whole, they
demonstrate an estrangement from
•
~ "modernism" and its absolute belief in
~ the positive nature of progress; at the
~ same time, they are working to
~ develop a personal form of visual
~ communication that has intellectual

r
I

substance, speaks to relevant issues in
contemporary society, and is firmly
grounded in the continuum of art
history. Threaded throughout the two
shows are philosophical concerns with
originality, consumerism, and our postindustrial age. ,However, ReDefining
the Object exhibited only works of art
that dramatically emphasized object
orientation and stressed their own
"commodification." Science/
Technology/Abstraction, on the other
hand, brings together pieces that

draw their personalized imagery from
the world of science and technology,
or use science and technology as a
power source.
Though each show was planned
with separate and clearly defined
criteria, some viewers will see only the
strong similarities between Science/
Technology/Abstraction and
ReDefining the Object. Actually
Science/Technology/Abstraction
reflects a second "main branch" of a
contemporary art movement that is

widespread and has in recent years
been a dominant force here and
abroad. It is important to try to
understand the underlying reasons for
the similarities among all these
artworks-electrification, clean
geometric design, and the display of
store-bought. objects-yet to interpret
the philosophical and formal
differences as well. The similarities are
largely a result of the new generation
of artists, and the re-evaluation of
preceding art movements. For the
most part, the artists in the two shows
are youthful, in their twenties and
thirties. They demonstrate a nearuniversal dissatisfaction with the antiintellectual and pseudo-emotional
qualities of the Nee-Expressionist
movement of the 1970s and early
'80s, a significant period in their own
education. At the same time, the
current artwork consistently reftects the
"world" of young people brought up
with microwave ovens, expensive
SoHo boutiques, and Star Wars (the
movie and the weapon system). They
seem to have a comfortable if not
condoning association with today's

consumer-oriented society, and our
scientifically and technologically
controlled lives.
Producing a catalog and
organizing an exhibition of this scale
and complexity takes a team effort.
Many individuals connected to the
University Art Galleries and Wright
State University need to be thanked
and given credit. But first, I would like
to thank Adrienne Saint-Pierre for her
support and assistance in the editing
of this publication. Additionally, special
recognition goes to Theresa Almond
for her splendid catalog design-<:ls
always, a well-done, professional job. I
am also indebted to Ron Wukeson
and Shelly Grunder for their
wordsmithing skills. A very special
"thank you" is offered to Terri Bashaw,
the galleries' assistant director, for her
support and work on this project. This
show could not have happened
without her, nor without the many skills
of Stuart Delk, our director of
installations and education
coordinator, or Robin Anderson, our
secretary. Stuart's staff including

Lorraine Tady, Annette Rezek, Colleen
Cassel, Melinda Cox, Robert Kelly,
Josalyn Coaston, Bonnie Watson, and
Mike Yowell also deserve recognition
for a job well done.
Many others, through their
generosity, helped Science/
Technology/Abstraction become a
reality. These include numerous
private collectors, and museum and
gallery personnel, and to each I say
"thank you": Walter J. Sudol, Laura
Paulson, Tom Cugliani, Magdalena
Sawon, Jonathan Seliger, Mary Jo
Marks, Jane Gekler, Antonio Homem,
Michael Solway, Elizabeth Koury, and
Josh Baer. Lastly, I am particularly
indebted to Robert Shiffler, a member
of our board, for his continued
support and the loan of several
important works to this exhibition.
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cience and technology are two
t~ dominant art themes that have been
~ ~ weaving their way through the 1980s.
This show makes that point very
~
~ ~ strongly, but in doing so it does not
intend to show every work of art that
~ has used scientific or technological
~ subject matter, or has been hooked
up to an electric outlet during this
decade. That would be both
~
indiscriminate and unrewarding. What
~
this exhibition does set out to do is
give enough breadth of focus to the
~
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subject to make it understandable
that many artists in the past few years
have been using science and
technology as a vehicle to investigate
issues concerning art, politics, and
philosophy. This show demonstrates
that they have not been doing this as
a homogeneous group, but that they
do share some common concerns.
This exhibition also wants to make the
point that, as in past decades, a
number of new art issues have
emerged and are being addressed.

Many of the artists in this show are
young; several are from abroad, but
most now live and work in New York
and are considered part of the recent
Nee-Minimal and Nee-Conceptual art
movements. Consistent throughout this
show are references to other recent
art historical movements including
Abstract Expressionism, Pop Art, and
Geometric Abstraction. Many of the
artists in Science/Technology/
Abstraction are creating works of art
that methodically investigate the

various components involved in
making a work of art. These
components range from the chemical
structure of pigments to the monetary
value that a work possesses. This
aspect of thoughtful dissection is one
of the binding factors within the
exhibition, and is also commonly
associated with Post-Modernism and
Deconstructivism. In Science/
Technology/Abstraction we see many
of the artists questioning the
fundamental ideas of Modernism and
its underlying optimistic belief that
newness is always synonymous with
improvement. They are aware that our
high-tech, scientific "put more money
into if' society is not winning many
battles over poverty, pollution, or
almost anything else. For the most
part, the artists of the 1980s are
skeptical and even cynical in their
view of the world, and this attitude
permeates their paintings, technical
contraptions, and wizardry.

ne of the most consistent aspects of
the art works in Science/Technology/
Abstraction is the way they have ·been
~ constructed. Their assembled, puttogether, clean, contemporary, well~ crafted look seems very different in
appearance from assemblage as
historians have used the term. These
artists recognize "shopping" as a
~ means of art construction, and
"placing" to be an acceptable
aesthetic alternative to "making." They
equate for themselves making the
right purchase of the right product
and putting it in the right position with,
for the more traditional "picture
painter," mixing the perfect color and
then placing it into the right form. For
many of the artists represented in this
exhibition a trip to a good hardware
or appliance store is just as exciting
and as important an adventure as
going to a good art supply store is for
many painters.
In Science/Technology/Abstraction
we see the results of the various artists'
shopping sprees in the many different
sizes and styles of lV monitors, VCRs,

and color light bulbs displayed. This
approach to art making has become
so prevalent and acceptable that
today's artists and critics are talking of
artists as "amazing shoppers" in the
same manner they have described
artists in the past as "great draftsmen."
This point was driven home a few
years ago when Flash M published a
wonderful essay by Robert Nickas,
entitled "Shopping with Haim
Steinbach." In this essay Flash Art
readers were taken on a politically
informative and creative shopping
adventure with this New York artist.
Aimee Rankin and Jon Kessler, both
artists included in Science/Technology/
Abstraction, have also often been
cited in print to be skilled shoppers.

~

Many of the pieces in Science/
Technology/Abstraction are inftuenced
by computers, specifically their
construction, their methodology, and
the pictures they can create. Some
make reference to the forms and
apparatuses of technological
instruments, scientific experiments,
specimens, and the cellular world of
nature. Still others are gerrymandered
together to have an appealing yet
threatening sci-fi appearance. Some
give off sounds and some are kinetic.
A significant number of works in this
show need to be plugged into
electrical outlets. In Science/
Technology/Abstraction there are
seventeen functioning television
monitors and a couple of images of
them as well. Numerous other pieces
employ modern examples of Edison's
greatest invention, the light bulb.
The artists in this show are wrestling
to come up with a rationale for
making art, at a time when the
Modernist drive toward the avantgarde has been waylaid. As a whole,
they no longer see abstraction as
"making sense." Most believe that the

aesthetic distance between kitsch, the
plastic world of the "Five and Dime"
store, and the world of art with a
capital "A" has in recent years been
reduced to the point that now the
important differences are no longer
visual but solely socio-economic.
In keeping with this cynical view of
world progress, it is not surprising that
these artists have been making slicklooking devices, and screwed
together scientific and technological
contraptions, inftuenced by sci-fi
literature, "Star Trek," and the "Twilight
Zone," that are just as ineffective as
those of the "real world." We all
remember Challenger 1 don't we?
What we have in Science/Technology/
Abstraction is a 1980s version of the
theatre of the absurd, but like all
good theatre there are clear
messages offered, and they are worth
seeing.

any of the works of art in Science/
Technology/Abstraction explore issues
specific to the discipline of painting.
They do this in both two- and threedimensional formats, and with a
desire to objectify and to turn forms
into signifiers by means of referencing.
~ This "new painting" shows an attempt
~ on the part of the artists to open up
abstract painting and give it more
~ weight by creating clearly readable
meanings to objectified forms.
Wallace and Donohue in their large
wall piece Rotating Chairs (1988)
make the function of a painting's
stretcher clearly understandable by
means of its aggressive protrusion off
the wall and into the gallery's space.
The two women, in this work, have
created a painting with genuine
physicality and capable of being
interacted with. Not only that, this
piece, with the help of videotape and
a monitor, interacts with itself. Rotating
Chairs is an imaginative and welldone example of the concept of
simulation, as we see the
appropriated and the actual set side
by side with no qualitative difference.

~
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nether three-dimensional painting that
attacks the viewer from its wall mount
is Ashley Bickerton's Landscape No. 1.
His three-dimensional painting
projects from the wall more than
three feet analytically exploring each
component involved with making,
shipping, exhibiting, and marketing a
work of art. It wears its own black
canvas traveling case, has a pocket
for the installer's white gloves, and
clearly displays the instructions
necessary to assemble the work. Also,
information is carefully printed on the
front panel of the work telling the
viewer just what ill effects making this
work has had on various nations and
the health of our environment. But
most outrageous of all-and in
keeping with the spirit of this show-is
the fact that Bickerton has built into
Landscape No. 1 a very sophisticated
battery-operated digital mechanism,
which displays up front the work's
"estimated resale value." This digital
readout increases at a rate of one
cent every thirty seconds, a figure that
the artist derived by calculating his
past works' resale value during the
1988 season.

In his Day-Glo acrylic painting Enter
Below (1988), Peter Halley creates an
unusual amount of solidity for a
simple, geometrically designed work
of three shapes and three colors. He
achieves this weight by bolting
together his forms, and because his
elements are not viewed as parts of a
static composition, but rather as the
diagrammatic movement of his hightech- like components.
Halley, a writer about art as well as
a painter, has been at the forefront of
the Simulation movement since the
turn of the decade. First classified as a
Neo-Geo painter, one of the many
achievements of his geometric
"computer linguistic" cell and conduit
paintings has been his ability to
formulate into visual terms the ideas
of the French Post-Structuralist
philosophers Michel Foucault and
Jean Baudrillard. In both his writings
and his paintings, Halley makes
reference to the art of the 1960s and
'70s. He is particularly influenced by
the art of Frank Stella, and interprets
Stella's work as having the potential to
be read as maps of activity,

movements related to contemporary
society such as our interstate highway
system. Halley is also influenced by
Stella's use of Day-Glo colors, which
he terms the "hyper-realized
simulated equivalent of color." 1
Will Mentor is also involved in the
simulation of high-tech images. In
Mentor's paintings he makes
reference to the CPUs, or
computerized pricing unit bar codes
found on most packages today. His
appropriated bar code displayed
within an antique Victorian frame
suggests the "product" quality of a
work of art, thus giving a cynical view
of today's speculative art market.
Mentor's stripes relate to painting
done in the 1960s, but they also
speak about the possibilities for
painting and abstraction in today's
Post-Modernist period. They are a
simulation, and about the
objectification of abstract form. An
interesting aspect of this painting is
the way Mentor painted the
background. He begins the painting
using a traditional Renaissance onepoint perspective technique, and then

almost totally obliviates it with his
"striped sign" of our monetarist
technological word.
As Halley and Mentor reference
recent art history, so does Terry
Winters: however, his interest goes
back to the postwar period of
Abstract Expressionism and to artists
such as Jackson Pollock, Franz Kline,
and Willem De Kooning. Winters's
canvases clearly refer to the dramatic
scale, frontality, and painterly surfaces
of these artists' works. Just as Halley's
paintings are not nonobjective
geometric abstractions concerned
with only composition, neither are
Winters's paintings nonobjective Action
Paintings. His too have a
diagrammatic reading, but in place
of Halley's high-tech forms, Winters
delivers information about mineral
and living organisms across his
canvases in as unpredictable a
manner as possible. Winters clearly
"wants his paintings to exist equally on
metaphorical, psychological, literal,
and perceptual levels"2 , and to do
this has even painted diagrams of the
molecular structure of the very
pigment he was using.

~ inters is not the only artist in Science/
Technology/Abstraction who has an
: interest in science and living
organisms. New York artist David
Nyzio's sculpture Aspect of Life II is
literally about the growing and care
of algae. It is qne of three works in a
series, and in each piece a different
type of algae is used as well as
different lighting designs and
waterflow patterns. These changes are
very much aesthetic decisions, but
also have the viewer wondering if
they are experimental research
decisions as well, and thus wonderfully
combined aspects of a
straightforward science project with
the visual and philosophical concerns
of aesthetics.
Orshi Drozdik is another artist
interested in science as a means of
referencing. She produces exquisite
large black and white photographs of
nineteenth century experiments and
specimens such as a partially
dissected child's head in a container
of formaldehyde, or a mechanism
concerned with an early investigation
into refrigeration. Along with her
~

sculptures, which can incorporate text
from nineteenth century popular
scientific journals and nineteenth
century inventions and lab
apparatuses, these works strangely
evoke a sense of nostalgia and
pathos for an earlier period of history.
Her work is reminiscent of a time
when everything was believed
possible, a time before acid rain and
nuclear power plants. Encased in
glasslike museum boxes, these objects
from the past take on an iconic and
meditative quality that, layer by layer,
slowly reveal the works' depth of
meaning.
Over and over in this exhibition we
see artists making reference to the
computer age, particularly in the work
of Gretchen Bender, Steve Miller, Jack
Goldstein, Barry Bridgwood, and Nam
June Paik. If one combines these
artists' pieces with Halley's cells and
conduits and Jon Kessler's sculptures,
which are computer driven, it is
evident that our computer age
provides a wealth of aesthetic
possibilities.

~

~

~

oldstein's fascination is with the cutting
edge of photographic imaging
techniques-in particular, the use of
computer-generated technologies to
enhance the scientific "representation
of natural phenomena."3 For
Goldstein, distancing himself as far as
possible from the painting process is
essential. For this reason, the artist
employs studio technicians to perform
the actual physical application of the
painting.
Bridgwood's method begins by
drawing directly into a computer with
the use of a mouse. The small,
completed image is then printed out
and photographically enlarged, then
made into a silkscreen or used in
some other manner. To create
Landscape with Trees, Bridgwood has
used the screen in a similar way to
that of Pop artist Andy Warhol, but
onto an aluminum surface rather than
canvas. In the work Double
Landscape with Trees, the artist chose
to have the work vacuum formed as
a means of enhancing the high-tech
appearance of the piece. The

drawing process is very important to
Bridgwood, and he brings to it a very
classical approach to composition.
This is evident in the vertical and
horizontal rhythms that run through
these two works, and his incorporation
of Renaissance compositional devices
such as "The Golden Section."
Steve Miller is yet another painter
who has worked with computergenerated images. Interested in many
forms of data-transmission languages,
Miller's silkscreened canvases display
a visual discourse between the look of
today's electronic information and the
traditional look of painted information.
The artist blends and contrasts hightech images drawn from our postindustrial age with the formal
concerns and sensuousness often
associated with art history. A good
example of how Miller accomplishes
this can be seen in his painting
Untitled# 1 (1987). This piece displays
a number of seemingly diverse
elements, including: a dimensional
monochromatic image of a monitor
screen, upon which is painted some
not quite intelligible electronic-like
information; a green psycho-

analytical "Rorschach" ink blotch test;
and a silkscreened image of two
hearts appropriated from a medical
teaching text given to him by a
cardiologist friend. This painting works
handsomely in terms of color,
composition, and other formal
elements, yet is open to a surrealistic
reading, in which the painting's own
"ink blotch" functions as a key. Like a
Rorschach ink blotch, connections
between the diverse elements are
intentionally left open to
psychological interpretation.
The television screen is as prevalent
in Science/Technology/Abstraction as
in contemporary society. As previously
mentioned, Steve Miller's painting
Untitled # 1 (1987) refers to the type
of high-tech monitors associated with
research centers, and Wallace and
Donohue's wall construction Rotating
Chairs incorporates a VCR in order to
create a dialogue about simulation.
Artists Aimee Rankin, Wolfgang
Staehle, and Nam June Paik all make
use of this electronic device also,
though in very different ways. Rankin's
"peep show" sound sculpture The
Dream (1988) suggests that what is

shown on lV is not nearly as important
or interesting as the high-tech device
itself. In The Dream, a 1980s sci-fi
takeoff on a Joseph Cornell box,
Rankin's two still-functioning but
disassembled and quieted lV sets
operate only as visual "noise."
Whether the televisions are tuned to
"60 Minutes," 'Wheel of Fortune," or a
soap opera doesn't matter-the
tableau setting of toy monsters and
eyeballs punctured by hypodermic
needles, and new wave background
music, "numb" the televisions'
message. Trivial and significant events
alike are rendered equal electronic
images amidst Rankin's skillful
arrangement of visual gluttony.
Wolfgang Staehle incorporates lV
sets into his sculptures, but unlike
Rankin he uses them directly "out of
the box." For Staehle, the store-bought
television appliance is a sculptural
medium, a contemporary found
object to be thoughtfully placed, so
as to enhance both design and
philosophical interpretation. Staehle
juxtaposes his odd assortment of
television sets, each broadcasting a

simple, carefully edited but
monotonous image loop, together
with other objects such as ladders,
clamps, tripods, and microphone
stands. His compositionally off-beat
video sculptures, with their repetitive
''tape bits," play upon the seductive
and hypnotic powers of television
technology. Carefree as they first
appear, the sculptures are really
mesmerizing "beware" signs,
penitently warning of the insidiousness
of today's electronic media.
There is nothing soothing about
Nam June Paik's video sculpture High
Tech Child, with its thirteen video
monitors simultaneously splashing
computer-generated images. Paik
joyously emphasizes the loud,
ingratiating qualities of the medium.
For more than two decades Paik has
been a pioneering force in every
aspect of video art, including video
installations, sculptures, and image
tapes. Paik is interested in the intricate
relationships between contemporary
culture, art, and the electronic image,
and like a wise Zen master, realizes
that for himself the way to

"understanding" is through video
technology. It seems that Paik's
saturation in video forms is similar to a
Zen Buddhists total concentration with
archery, or on a popular level, in
common with Robert M. Pirsig's 1974
novel, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle
Maintenance. This idea appears to be
at the heart of Paik's Video Buddha
(1974), a sculpture in which a small
Buddha statue sits facing its own
image displayed on a lV monitor.
Interestingly, this early work of Paik's is
not only a well-done contemporary
version of the Yin-Yang symbol, but as
well, it is a perfect statement about
simulation.
In Science/Technology/Abstraction,
there are artists working twodimensionally and threedimensionally, artists who paint and
artists who shop. There are artists who
seem comfortable with, or at least
"accepting" of, our technological
age, and artists who are trying to
sabotage it. Yet all eighteen artists in
Science/Technology/Abstraction share
a willingness to accept that the look

of art, its materials, processes, and
even definitions are continuously
changing, and that the foundations of
today's art-objects, information, and
beliefs--differ greatly from those of
the past. Interestingly, even with the
fresh new look of this work and its
technological imagery-both highly
sophisticated and relatively simple-a
consistent factor throughout the
exhibition is the artists' desire to
"position" their work in the art
historical continuum.
Barry A Rosenberg, Director
University Art Galleries

1. Sussman, Eliszbeth. "The Lost Picture Show," essay in
Endgame: Reference and Simulation in Recent Painting
and Sculpture (Boston. MA: Institute of Contemporary Art.
1987). p. 57.
2. Pious. Phillis. Terry Winters: Painting and Drawing (Santa
Barbara. CA: Universify M Museum. 1987). p. 18.
3. Fisher, Jean, "Jack Goldstein: The Trace of Absence,"
Mforum (November 1983). pp. 60---03.
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fluorescent lights. 106 W' x 65W' x 141/t
Courtesy of Luhring Augustine Gallery, New York

Untitled# 1; 1987. acrylic. oil. silkscreen on
canvas, 79" x 53".
Collection of Garr Miller. courtesy of Josh Baer
Gallery.

The New Achievers (of Sea and Space), 1985.
mixed media with lights and motors. 32" x 14"

x 16".
Collection of Steven Johnson and Walter J. Sudol,
New York.

Nyzio, David
Morphology; 1988. wood. glass, velvet. milkweed
bugs. insect pins. mothball crystals. light fixture.

26" x 6" x 26".
Courtesy of Postmasters Gallery, New York.

Rankin , Aimee
The Dream; (from the "Atrocities" series) 1987 88.
mixed media assemblage with lights. motors,
sound, 22%'' x 22%'' x 22%''.
Collection of the University Art Galleries. Wright
State University, Dayton. Ohio.

Sonnier, Keith

DYAD/; 1986. neon and tempered glass, 7' x 6'.
Courtesy of Leo Castelli Gallery, New York.

x 98" x 30".
Wallace and Donohue
Rotating Chairs; 1988. latex on canvas. wood, N
monitorNCR. chair. 72" x 130" x 21".
Courtesy of John Weber Gallery and Postmasters
Gallery, New York.

Winters, Terry
Point; 1985. oil on linen. 102'' x 69".
Collection of the artist. courtesy of Sonnabend
Gallery. New York.
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